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Spiritual Leader of a Nation
by: L.B. Kuppenheimer
Willi Gautschi, translated by Karl Vonlanthen . General Henri Guisan:
Commander-in-Chief of the Swiss Army in World War II. New York: Front
Street Press, 2003 . xvi+ 698pp. Photographs, maps, notes and index.
For nations of the world engaged in combat during World War Two, the
stakes were national survival and the price was blood and treasure. And, for
the five countries that elected to remain neutral, the stakes were no less
grave , for at any moment an aggressor could chose to invade with no doubt
as to the outcome. Of all the neutral nations , Switzerland was both the
smallest (with only four million citizens) and the most precariously situated,
sharing as it did common borders with three of the combatants. Of course,
the only serious threat of invasion came from the Axis powers of Germany
and Italy who, together with Austria, shared 67% of Switzerland's borders.
It is now known that both Italy and Germany had actually drafted plans for
such an invasion . Hitler, in fact, had made clear his intention to annex all
German-speaking regions of Europe into one greater Reich.
However , there were important reasons why an independent
Switzerland was more useful to Germany than transforming it into just
another occupied country. The fact that Swiss currency was the only one
traded continuously throughout the war and the fact that Switzerland was
willing to buy German gold provided Germany access to convertible
currencies critical to keeping its economy and war machine operational.
Switzerland's absolute commitment to neutrality also meant that it
maintained strong diplomatic relations with each of the warring parties
throughout the war. Thus, it played a very useful role in providing a means
of communication between the combatant nations . But this could change in
the twinkling of an eye on nothing more substantial than a whim.
As Commander-in-Chief of the Army , General Guisan had several
critical yet very difficult objectives he had to achieve if Switzerland were
going to remain free . He knew , for example, that Hitler and the German
High Command had to be convinced that Switzerland's commitment to
neutrality and independence was so strong that they would resist any
invader, even the Allies, and would thereby become reliable defenders of
Germany's southern flank should Italy fall. Hitler also had to be persuaded
that the Swiss people were so committed to resistance that the cost of
invasion would be simply too high in terms of time and manpower.
In order to achieve these objectives, Guisan would have to overcome
some uniquely interesting obstacles. In the first place, three of Switzerland's
four official languages were German, Italian and French and thus,
understandably, there were divided sympathies. After the fall of France
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especially , Fascist sympathizers wanted acceptance of the "new order" in
Europe and full cooperation with Germany. The Socialists, on the other
hand, full of suspicion for the military, called for its reduction now that an
"armistice" had been declared. Guisan knew that as passionate as his
country was about its neutrality , it was even more passionate about
maintaining its independence. He was confident that in the end his
countrymen's loyalty to Switzerland would outweigh whatever sympathies
they might have for the mother countries of their native tongues . In order to
be successful with such a comparatively small population , General Guisan
knew that he would have to unite and inspire not just his troops, but the
entire nation to resist to the last. The Swiss term for this phenomenon is
"Geistige Landesverteidigung" or a spiritual national defense, and nothing
less would deter an acquisitive aggressor like Germany.
The military organization of Switzerland is unique in the world
consisting, as it does, of a well trained but primarily reserve force. Under the
Swiss constitution , a commanding general is elected by the Federal Council
only when the country is faced with a "national emergency ." But it was not
until August 29, 1939 that Parliament declared such an emergency and the
Federal Council unanimously proposed Corps Commander Henri Guisan ,
who at age 64 became only the fourth Commander-in-Chief in all of Swiss
history. Consequently, General Guisan had little time to conceive and
implement a plan of defense sufficient to discourage the most modem and
proficient military existent in the world at that time. In 1939, the state of the
Swiss military was such that it was ill prepared to deter either Germany or
Italy. It had, for example, no modem mechanized equipment with which to
face the "blitzkrieg ," a German tactic based upon speed and ferocity of a
thoroughly mechanized force. And although there was universal
conscription, only a small percentage was on active duty at the time
hostilities broke out.
How General Guisan was able to overcome the obstacles facing him and
achieve the ambitious objectives called for by the situation Switzerland
faced in 1939 is the task author Willi Gautschi has set before himself.
Disciplining one's own bias is, perhaps, the most difficult task for any
historian, but presenting a balanced analysis of a man who, since the end of
the Second World War, has become not just a national hero but a national
icon is risky indeed. Just like his subject, Prof. Gautschi did not allow
himself to be deterred by the risks, but undertook this most challenging task
with the same kind of focus and professional discipline that distinguished
his subject. The English version of General Henri Guisan is a partnership
between the author and the translator, Karl Vonlanthen, whose command of
both German and English is so complete that a reader might easily believe
that the original manuscript was written in English.
Willi Gautschi is a retired professor of history from the University of
Zurich and the author of a number of works dealing primarily with twentieth
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century topics. During the war years , he served as a soldier but remained in
service long enough to rise to the rank of Lieutenant before taking up an
academic career. His objective in writing this book was to present a detailed
analysis of the challenges and hurdles faced by the army leadership between
the years 1939 and 1945. In so doing, the author has examined every aspect
of the General's role as Commander-In-Chief in an analytical study
organized around the major issues facing him during the war. Comparatively
short , Parts I and ill discuss General Guisan ' s life before and after the war,
but are enough to give the reader a solid grasp of the totality of his life. As
one might expect , Professor Gautschi's sources are extremely dense and
heavily weighted toward primary. In fact, the depth of his research and the
copious detail of his analysis contribute to elevating this work to a seminal
level.
Unlike other militaries, the role of the commanding general and the
army cannot be viewed in isolation from either civilian leadership or the
people at large . Professor Gautschi does a masterful job of weaving an
enormous breadth of material into a coherent, flowing , and yet focused
study. He manages to avoid two traps that would have been easy to fall into
given the quantity of source material and degree of reverence with which
General Guisan has come to be regarded. First, the author avoids the
temptation to digress on related topics that would have confused and bored
the reader . Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, is the author's
deliberate decision not to make this work just another unabashed tribute . In
fact, Prof. Gautschi ' s strong feelings on this subject are captured best in his
own words , when he states "he [General Guisan] does not need to be lifted
to a monumental level; any attempt to do so would be an insult to his
memory ."
Knowing , as all historians do, that there is no such thing as perfect
objectivity , Gautschi openly admits that having met the General during the
war, he had been deeply impressed. This fact not withstanding, the author
applies the standards that one would expect from a true professional and
gives voice to the General ' s critics of which there were many during the
war . In the view of this reader , the author not only manages to achieve his
stated objectives, but to exceed them. For not only does he present a highly
researched, detailed and balanced analysis of the Commander-in-Chief
during wartime , but in so doing , he also portrays a leader who struggled
with many of the same imperfections that plague us all. Gautschi artfully
explains how Guisan , a man who rose from a remarkably undistinguished
military career, became one of the most revered figures in Swiss history.
General Guisan was able to accomplish this remarkable feat , because he
embodied an unusual blend of charismatic qualities that inspired not only an
army , but a people.
Louis B. Kuppenheimer
Phelps , Wisconsin
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About the Author:
Louis B. Kuppenheimer worked in banking before co-founding a cable
television company with which he was involved as a vice president and
director until its sale in 1985. He completed his Ph.D. in American history at
the University of Illinois at Chicago in 1994 and published his doctoral
dissertation as Albert Gallatin's Vision of Democratic Stability: An
Interpretive Profile. Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 1996. He lives in
Phelps, Wisconsin, and is engaged in a study of the Treaty of Ghent which
ended the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain and in
the conclusion of which Albert Gallatin played a significant role.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol42/iss1/5

4

